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The following thesis includes. a personal viewpoint on 
the power of language. I begin with the origins. which 
confirm the fact that throughout History, those who had 
knowledge, had power, and a responsibility. The knowledge 
I am referring to is the ability to read and interpret. 
Today, even in an educated society such as ours, we still 
depend on interpreters. The clergy interpret the Bible, 
political analysts unravel the confusion in our own 
government and the government of other nations, historians, 
sociologists, psychologists, and literary critics command 
our faith and respect. My focus, in this paper, is on 
teachers, who are, in my estimation, our most important 
interpreters of the language. 
My research includes the philosophies of Paulo Freire, 
a man convinced that education was the only way for his 
9ountry to be free, Stanley Fish, and his theory of 
interpretive communities, David Bleich who influenced me 
greatly with his theory of subjective criticism, and Louise 
Rosenblatt, who I found interesting but disputable. 
I specifically investigate my own pow~r, or ·1ack of 
power as a high scho9l tea.cher. In this. ~xploration of 
myself, I uncover teaching techniques that a·11 point to. the 
importance qf the teacher understanding his or her power. 
Once the teacher has realized this, it is his or her 
responsibility to administer this power to the advantage of 
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the student. One of the most important discoveries is the 
realization that the students interpretive communities of 
knowledge can aid in the process of education. These 
communities can and should be recognized. In order to 
prompt critical thinking, the teacher must be aware of the 
students communities of knowledge, and encourage an exchange 
of th·is knowledge. It becomes clear to me that the role of· 
the teacher is to initiate the students into a partnership 
of education that will enable them to become their own 
interpreters of the "Word." 
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INTRODUCTION 
In the beginning was the Word, and 
the Word was with God, and the Word 
was God·(John I;l:2). 
The power of the Word has been with us since language 
began. From the earliest stages of civilization, people 
perdeived a connection between language and faith .. More 
than this, they telt an utter identity between certain word~ 
and the source of those words, God. Even though John I;l:2, 
first says that the word preceded God, it finally declares 
that the Word and God are one and the same: both are to be 
believed, and it is in both at the same time that one has 
fatth (Bleich,5). The early Semitics thou~ht that the Word 
had. its power in it's very utterance. Once you said the 
name of someone you had power over that person. 
·this are found throughout the ancient documents. 
Examples of 
In 
Genesis, 32, Jacob wrestles with an angel. In order to 
receive a blessing from the angel, Jacob must tell him his 
name. In Exodus, 3, Moses receives the ten commandments. 
God tells him to tell the people that he h&s sent these 
commandments. Moses asks what name should he give God? God 
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answers, "I am who I am." This translates in Hebrew to 
"Yahweh." To this day Jews, when reading the testaments 
refuse to pronounce God's name{Crawford)~ The idea that 
links language with God is the idea that belief brings about 
a change. The belief in the power of God and the belief in 
the power of words represent something very fundamental in 
hQman psychology(Bleich, 5). 
The impact of the written word became evident through 
the stories and teachings of the Bible. The "Word" became 
flesh .in Christ and spread throughout the land. It was a 
simple story that was easy for the people to understand, and 
it had a powerful effect on their lives. The story of 
Jesus used the power of the Word to tinite the people in one 
faith. This story related the teachings of Christ. Jesus 
tells us in Matthew 13: "The word is like the sower it does 
not return empty." In this sense, he was giving the power 
of the word back to the people. The irony in this faith in 
the word of Jesus is that -his words were probably written at 
least thirty years after his death. Scholars believe the 
old testament was written by at least four different hands, 
and the Gospels were written through an oral tradition, or 
proto-story (Crawford). Those who wrote. the Bible had to, 
in a sense, interpret the word of Christ. Basically, the 
conciµsion tnat can be drawn here is that from the beginning 
of Man's relationship to the written word, he or she has had 
to rely on the interpretations of others. 
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This connection between language and faith began out of 
necessity and awe. Initially, literacy was a privilege of 
the rich. Few people could actually read. For the most 
part in our history, those who had the "Word" also had the 
power. Knowledge was identified with literacy. In order to 
receive the "Word" the masses depended on specially 
appointed people, sustained by the illiterates, to read and 
interpret the word. Thus, literacy was associated with the 
pleasures and privileges of being alive; yet in an everyday 
sense, it was inaccessible to most people. Until very 
recently the belief in the power of literacy remained a 
functional substitute for actual literacy. This view helps 
us to understand the pres~nt-day similarity between 
attitudes toward English and attitudes toward religion 
( B 1 e i ch , E? ) • 
We not only developed a faith in the word, but a faith 
in the iriterpreters of the word. Because few could read the 
Bible they had to depend on the specially appointed people 
to tell them what it said. In an illiterate society, the 
regulation of verbal meanings lay in the hands of those who 
could read; the regulation of meaning is thus bound up with 
the exercise of power(Bleich, 6). 
Today in- our American society, most people can read. 
They still, however, depend on interpreters to unravel the 
many complex issues of the day. We depend on the clergy to 
interpret the Bible, political analysts to interpret our 
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government and the governments of other nations, hi~torians, 
sociologists, psychologists, and 1 i terary er i tics.. Today, 
we receive the Bible and other literature from our ancestors 
along with a whole array of "readings" by privileged and 
prominent readers. We may now readily recognize such 
readings as the work of "~ritics," whose interpretive task 
continues with purposes not unlike those of the past. Thus, 
critics, like the clerics of the past, command a l~rge 
measure of public and pedagogical faith in their words 
(Bleich, 6). The most important interpreters of our society 
·are our teachers. The teacher becomes the interpreter of 
most of a student's knowledge. 
As an educator I feel responsible for interpreting 
material for my students. The parents, administration, and 
students put their faith in my use of the "Word." With this 
faitb/power, I have a responsibility to uphold. In the 
words of Lewis Carroll's Humpty Dumpty, meanings are utterly 
subjective, and what counts is who is master. Lewis Carroll 
was telling us that what counts in language is the master of 
the words, or the interpreter. Just as little Alice was 
caught in the maze of a dream world that she w~s trying 
desperately to understand, students a.s novice readers have 
to decipher the interpretations of teachers and determine 
what is real and illusion. It is this confusion and a need 
to believe in something that a teacher is constantly dealin·g 
with i~ a high school. 
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As an adult, I can choose the "master" of my meanings. 
I can choose to read a certain .political editorial and agree 
or disagree. I can ·1isten to a political address and 
interpret it for myself. I can pick up a piece of 
literature and rely on m~ own interpretation, or ~eek the 
knowledge of the critics. In the class-room, specifically 
high school, it is quite another story. The students are a 
captive audience and have a certain amount of "blind faith" 
in their so called "master" of meaning. As a teacher, I 
have seen the look on the faces of my students when they are 
truly listening. They have faith in me, and my words. This 
is both a great and dangerous power. When I teach I find it 
necessary to remind myself that I am not only their teacher 
of specific knowledge, but also I serve as an interpreter~ 
I try to be a catalyst to their development of their own 
interpretations and critical thinking. Kenneth Bruffee says 
in his article, "Collaborative Learning And The Conversation 
Of Mankind·" : 
The continued vitality of the knowledge 
communities we value-in particular the community 
of liberally educated people and its sub-
-communities, the scholarly· and professional 
disciplines--depends on both these needs being 
met: to maintain established knowledge and to 
challenge and change it. As representatives and 
delegates of a local, disciplinary community, and 
of the larger community as well, teachers are 
responsible for the conti~u~d vitality of both of 
the knowledge communities we value. Responsible 
to both sets of values, therefore, we must perform 
as conservators and agents of change, as 
custodians of prevailing community values and as 
agents of social transition and 
reacculturation(650). 
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Even though this quotation refers to an elite community of 
knowledgeable people, Bruffee is making his point that it is 
imp~rative to teach the basics and uphold the wisdom of the 
ages, but it is equally important to inspire fresh and 
original. ideas. In this sense, education is seen as a 
vehicle for the freedom of thought. Paulo Freire of Brazil 
believed in this concept. In his efforts to prove this, he 
set out to abolish illiteracy throughout his country. As a 
result, he was placed in exile. He saw education as a 
practice of freedom. Denis Goulet interprets Freire's 
philosophy in the introduction of his book, Education For 
Critical Consciousness: 
Education in the Freire mode is the practice of 
liberty because it frees the educator no less than 
educatees from the twin thraldom of silence and 
monologue. Both partners are liberated as they 
begin to learn, the one to know self as a being of 
worth--not withstanding the stigma of illiteracy, 
poverty, or technological ignorance--and the other 
as capable of dialogue in spite of the straight 
jacket imposed by the role of the educator as one 
who knows (ix) . 
Both Freire and Bruffee see the importance of the "master of 
the word" being aware of his or her power. They emphasize 
the importance of knowing their own limitations~ Each 
stresses, in his own way, the fact that education is a 
shared ex~erience that is not to be completely do•inated by 
teacher or student~ They also encourage freedom of thought 
along with the ~mportance of fixed knowledge. In the 
process of education, both of these experts are te11ing us 
that critical thinking is the ultimate goal. Whether the 
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stress is on breaking the silence of an illiterate society 
or b~ing agents of social transition, the point is that the 
student must eventually become his or her own interpreter of 
the "word." This can be related back to the Bible when 
people depended on the oral tradition of story telling in. 
order to receive the "word," or a little wisdom. The story 
was, and is important to preserve and retell .. It becomes 
the very foundation of our society. What people choose to 
do with the kno~ledge, or how they interpret it 
individually, is equally important to the evolution of the 
knowledge of mankind. Like Freire, the writers of the old 
testament believed that "Gnosis," which is trans-lated as, 
"wisdom," is the only way a person can be saved. Whether 
th~ knowledge is religious or political, it becomes 
imperative that it be preserved and question~d. This is the 
true power and responsibility of the teacher. We must equip 
the students with ·a suffiGient amount of fixed knowledge 
I\\ 
and, at the same time, encourage and lead thei~ to new 
interpretations of that knowledge. 
9. 
CIIAPTERI 
INTERPRETATION TIIROUGII READER RESPONSE 
Two main interpretive responses form the basis fo.r 
the power of language. It is not just the basic story or 
facts, but also the individual interpretation of that story~ 
There are those that argue that there is no such thing as 
reading just to gain facts. Others, like Louise M~ 
Rosenblatt, see a definite distinction in the way people 
read that includes two basic levels. Rosenblatt states that 
the reader performs very different activities during what 
she refers to as aesthetic and efferent readings. When 
people a~e interested in the story or facts, they are 
basically concerned with the information to be acquired. 
The example she gives is of a frantic mother whose child·has 
just swallowed a poisonous liquid and who is reading the 
label on the bottle to di~cover the antidot~ to be 
administered. She is only, according to Rosenblatt, 
interested in the actions that she should take. Her own 
reactions to these concepts are of no concern to her. 
Rosenblatt feels she makes herself impersonal and 
transparent. In contrast to this, in aesthetic reading, the 
reader's primary concern is what happens during the reading 
event. He or she is concerned with associations, feelings, 
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attitudes, and the ideas that these words and their 
referents arouse within him or her{23-25). 
I am not sure that I agree with ·Rosenblatt that the 
efferent reading is so detached. Even in the example of the 
frantic mother as she reads the procedure she will be 
affected by how she feels about what has to be done to her 
child. No matter what a person .reads, he qr she must call 
upon his or her own experience and react accordingly. The 
mother may go right to the procedµre, but she is reacting 
internally to her feelings. In other words, I do not 
believe that anyone can truly become detached and impersonal 
at will. Howeve~, I totally agree t~at there is -a 
difference of concentration and emphasis which leads to the 
ultimate difference in the two types of readings. As 
Rosenblatt tells us the efferent reading is concerned with 
the surfac·e of the text, whereas the aesthetic reading is 
concerned with the substance and intensity of the 
experience{28)~ This understanding of the differences in 
readings can be related to Coleridge's famous statement 
about reading poetry: 
The reader should be carried forward, not mer~ly 
or chiefly by the mechanical impulse of curiosity, 
or by a restless desire to arrive at the final 
solution; but by the attraction of the journey 
itself(Rosenblatt, 28)~ 
Coleridge has, in a sense, defined the difference between 
efferent and aesthetic reading. He refers to the "impulse 
of curiosity" which would be the main concern of the frantic 
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woman. However, when he refers to the "journey"· he has made 
a statement that enco~passes so much more than a single 
aesthetic reading. Stanley Fish and David Bleich are t~o 
scholars that focus on this journey. lhey see it as a 
shared experience. T.hey do not see the interpretation in 
only t~o categories. The journey of interpretation, to 
these two scholars, is based on the ~any communities of 
thought. Bleich tells us about these communities: 
In principle, any statement that a reader 
considers a response is, in one context or 
another, negotiable into knowledge. Within any 
pedagogical community, response statements vary in 
character according to how each reader considers 
himself a member of that community(168). 
Looking at reader response in this way opens the 
possibility of a myriad of interpretations based on the 
reader's own .community. This community is a culmination of 
that person's fixed knowledge combined with his or her 
experiences in life. In any community of thought or 
category of interpretation, it is the combination of the 
pragmatic and artistic view that becomes very important in 
the development of a reader or interpreter. But, the 
development and eventual coming together of these two levels 
takes on several levels of its own. For a student to become 
proficient on both levels allows him or her to benefit 
completely from the power of language. If, however, the 
reader becomes fixed in one· of the categories, or is unable 
to separate the two, much of the power of language is lost. 
For example, if a student reads a short story in the same 
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manner that he or she reads a grocery list, he or she is not 
getting the full effect of the reading. The interpretation 
becomes limited. This example is, of course, an extreme. 
Most readers do not fall into such a severe category. There 
are an infinite number of communities of thought. The power 
of language is always there, but it must be interpreted 
through a combination of the reader's basic knowledge of the 
written word, as well as his or her interpretation of the 
material based on his or her experiences. 
Stanley Fish has developed several theories of 
interpretation over the years. In one of his earlier 
theories, he claims that reader-response is very much 
depenaent on the level of experience of the reader. This 
theory goes back to the Chomskian notion of linguistic 
competence, or interpretive communities(Fish,5)~ The 
following quotation will help in understanding the levels of 
experience and how Fish places the ~esponsibility of 
interpretation on th~ reader: 
If meaning is embedded in the text, the reader's 
responsibilities are limited to the job of getting 
it out; but if meaning develops, and if it 
develops in a dynamic relationship with the 
reader's expectations, projections, conclusions, 
judgments, and assumptions, these activities(the 
things the reader does) are not merely 
instrumental, or mechanical, but essential, and 
the act of description must both begin and en·a 
with them. In practice, this resulted in 
replacing one question--What does this mean?--by 
another--What does this do?--With "do" 
·equivocating between a reference to the action of 
the text on a reader and the actions performed by 
a reader as he negotiates(and, in a sense, 
actualizes)the text(3). 
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This theory makes the interpretation a joint v~nture with 
the text., and thereby makes reader-response an event, much 
like the theory of Rosenblatt. However, Fish goes fu~ther 
by pointing out that the reader's response is based on the 
ability of the reader. With this theory the idea of 
aesthetic, and efferent readings is extende:d to numerous 
levels of interpretation based on the community and 
experience of the reader. Fish summarizes this theory in a 
later essay, "Is There A Text In This Class:" 
We see then{l)communication does occur, despite 
the absence of an independent and context-free 
system of meanings, that (2) those who participate 
in this communication do so confidently rather 
than provisionally(they are not relativists), and 
that (3) while their confidence has its source in 
a set of beliefs, those beliefs are not 
individual-specific or idiosyncratic but communal 
and conventional(they are not solipsists) {321). 
His conclusions back the theory previously stated. It is 
based on the premise that no one can interpret freely. I am 
reminded of the frantic mother who actually could .not read 
the label of the bottle in a completely detached way, or 
just to gain the facts. Everyone is affected by their own 
communities of thought. No one is independent of 
institutional assumptions and free to origiriate one's own 
purposes and goals{321). If this is true, and I believe it 
is, Fish has modified the Rosenblatt theory by showing us 
that there are more than ·two levels of interpretation, and 
that there never really is an interpretation based solely on 
fact. In order to better understand this concept of 
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communities, I refer back to David Bleich who defined these 
communities by telling us that reader response varies within 
every community of thought. Bleich and Fish appear to agree 
that the response of the reader is directly ~~lated to the 
experience that reader has acquired. Therefore, we can 
conclude from this that the response of a reader is not just 
based on a~sthetic or efferent readings, but on what the 
reader wants and is capable of extracting from the text. 
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CHAYfERII 
LISTENING FOR VOICE 
~his consideration of reader-response theory leads me 
to the importance of the role of the teacher, specifically, 
the role of the high school English teacher. By the time 
students have entered _high school, a teacher should be able 
to assume that he or she has mastered the basic language 
skills. Also the students have established ·their own 
community of thought and expression . .In high school, it is 
my opinion that these skills should be fine tuned. More 
importantly, in high school, the student should be led to 
make his or her own interpretations of literature based on 
their interpretive communities. In Coleridge's terms, the 
students should begin td see that reading and responding to 
literature is not a mechanical task, but a journey that 
includes their teacher as well as their fellow students. If 
we were to accept the theory of Rosenblatt, this would mean 
that aesthetic reading would be a priority for the high 
school English teacher. 
As a high school teacher for the past ten years, I have 
had the privilege of teaching the senior academic students. 
The course is geared toward p~eparing the students for their 
college Engl·ish courses. The program's objective is to help 
studertts develop freedom and responsibility in writing. I 
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literally set out to open up these students to different 
types of thinking and equip them with the ability and 
experi~nce to think critically for themselves. Through my 
studies at Lehigh University this past year, it has bec.ome 
important to me to question whether or ·not I have, in fact, 
l:>een a good "master of the language." There is no doubt 
that when I return to school next fall, I will take with me 
the many things I have learned this past year. Mj question 
to myself i~, however,. have I b~en doing an adequate job so 
far? What new philosophies can I incorporate into my 
teaching technique? I want to define myself as an 
interpreter of the "word." 
One of the first questions that I need to answer is how 
to determine the ability of a student's writing. For me, 
one of the most important ways. to determine the 
r~ader-response skills of a student is to listen to the 
voice in his or her written ·work. When an author has 
developed an ''authentic voice," it can be distinguished from 
all other authors. It is developed individually through 
academic and cultural influences. Again, we are looking at 
those all important interpretive communities. An example of 
individual voice was presented to me in a Shakespeare class. 
We were discussing Macbeth. In Act III, Scene iv, there is 
a scene that is obviously not in Shakespeare's voice. The 
witch Hecate is speaking, and her manner and tone are 
totally different from when we met her in an earlier scene. 
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It has been proven that this scene was not written by 
Shakespeare. Anoth~r author of the times, Thomas Middleton, 
wrote it for the sole purpose of lengthening the play. This 
particuiar example took years of scholarly study to prove. 
Students in high school a~e, for the most part, easier to 
uncover. For e~ample, a student may try to use flowery 
language to impress the teacher, or copy a work written by 
another author and hand it in aa his 6r her own. These are 
usually easily detected. The difficulty for the teacher, 
and the student, how.ever, is to create an atmosphere where 
the student feels confident enough to establish his or her 
own voice in writing. Confidence is extremely important in 
this process of writing and expressing one's own thoughts. 
The fear of giving the "wrong" or "stq.pid" in_terpretation 
can deter a student from ever finding his or her own voic~. 
The interesting aspect of this particular process in 
responding in writing is that "voice" is not something that 
can be learned by some magic formula. The teacher cannot 
give it to the student. The teacher can on_ly hope that he 
or she has created the proper atmosphere that will al1ow 
students to develop their own voices. Naturally, the 
teacher can discuss the voice in ·the student writing and 
point out other author's voices in their writing. But, for 
the most part, students find it very difficult to find their 
own voice. It is, however, as much a part of an author as 
the color of his or her eyes. Unlike these traits, the 
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voice is not something. with which we are born. It is 
developed through the knowledge and exercise of writing~ It 
stands out as an individual achievement based on experience 
and the degree of involvement of the individu~l. It is~ 
natural resource in every individual, and it can be either 
utilized or go virtually untapped. This is where the 
"master" of the language, the interpreter, the teacher, can 
make the difference. Without proper direction from the 
teacher, the individual voice can be lostj destroyed, or go 
completely unnoticed. 
Zinsser states in his book, bn Writing Well, "We have 
become a society fearful of revealing who we. are''(24). We 
have been led to believe that in order to become successful, 
we must model ourselves after other people. We must say the 
proper words, wear the proper clothes, and frequent the 
proper places. God forbid that we would strike out on our 
own. This is especially true in a high school setting. 
Fitting in with the other students is extremely important. 
Once a student has established his or her role, it is almost 
impossible to convince him or her that change is possible. 
Naturally this behavior spills over into the individual 
writing of the student. The fear of not fitting in, or 
looking different in the eyes of one's peers, can be a great 
deterrent to the finding of one's voice. The best example I 
can use for this unfortunate pattern i_s myself. I have 
already stated that I went back ~o school after many years 
19 
of teaching. It was at this time that I found out that my 
own voice in writing had been buried. This realization came 
as a great shock to me. It was very uns~ttling that I had 
lost something as important as my writing voice, and I_ 
wasn't even aware of the loss. At first I wasn't able to 
face the fact that I had actually lost my voice. The grades 
that I received in my first few papers were upsetting, but I 
chose to use the same excuses that many of my students have 
mumbled over the years: "The professor just doesn't 
appreciate my writing .. " "The professor doesn't like me." 
"I guess I just can't write." It wasn't until my second 
semester at Lehigh that I began to see the problem. I had 
two courses that semester that combined to create a great 
effect upon my writing. One was a Faulkner seminar in which 
the professor· took the time to help me tremendously. The 
other was a writing course i~ which we discussed "voice," 
and I chose to write a paper on the subject. It was through. 
this paper that .I was able to re-discover my voice. In this 
discovery, I found that I was doing exactly what I was 
trying to teach my students to avoid. This discovery also 
showed me the roots of my interest in writing and becoming a 
teacher. 
My interest in writing began at an early age, nine to 
be exact. The reason I can remember it so specifically is 
because it was about the same time my Grandmother, at the 
age of fifty-five, began writing stories and poems. She 
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wrote mainly for sheer enjoyment, but she managed to· have 
several poems, stories, and one play published. She told me 
she started writing as a way of dealing ~ith the day-to-day 
struggles of life. She managed to instill in me, at such a 
young age, th~ importance of expressing yourself. Here is 
one of her earlier poems that sums up the way she felt about 
writing: 
To satisfy an inward urge; 
Relieve a pent up feeling; 
Forget a hurt an unkind word; 
Just scribble for the healing. 
Emma Dreher Hoppes 
Grandm~ and I would sit together at the huge dining 
room table, anc;l write for .hours without fear of grade or 
disappointment. It was a simple, open atmosphere that was 
my introduction to ~riting. Until I had to write in school 
for a grade, I was under the illusion that writing was 
something to be shared and enjoyed. I was actually looking 
forward to writing in school. I felt that somehow I would 
have the edge on the other students because I had already 
been an author and critic. As most of us discover, however, 
writing in school develops very differently from the ·way it 
was introduced· by Grandmq. The atmosphere created by my 
school was somehow confining, competitive, and extremely 
intimidating. It wasn't the same, and I found this ve~y 
confusing. The ot~er important difference was that I was 
not the same person at school. I was changing both 
physically and emotionally. I know I didn't reapond to 
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things at school in the same manner as I did with Grandma. 
When Grandma and I wrote together, there was never a 
question of who could write better. Yet in school, there 
was this urgency to outdo the other students. When it 
happened I was naturally elated, but when it didn't I felt 
like a failure. I learned to play the game. I wrote to 
please the teacher. I literally regurgitated information 
onto th~ page in the format that I felt would get me the 
best grade. This was completely different from the writing 
I did at Grandma's. There, we imagined, laughed, and were 
free to create. I do not remember anjone telling me it had 
to be this way. It seems to me, my confusion was a result 
of the combination of my own split personality at the time 
of adolescence and the whole concept of school--regimented 
classes and rules that automatically stifled any of my 
creativity. Oddly enough, I do not remember ever having one 
teacher that tried to break through this barrier. It was 
around this time that I made up my mind that I wanted to be 
a teacher, an English teacher, and I wanted to be a teacher 
that could somehow break through that barrier. 
In any case, my Grandmother died when I was thirteen. 
She literally took a part of me with her when she died, 
because after her death it was many years before I tried to 
write again. I did my assignments in high school, and held 
onto the dream of being a teacher. I was accepted into a 
college, and I still didn't write the way "we" did for many 
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years. Even then, I struggled between what I wanted to 
write and what I had to write, never being quite sure how to 
combine the two. 
Today, as a teacher, I have tried to create an 
atmosphere that will inspire authentic voice, or at least 
allow for creative thought. I am sorry to admit that 
sometimes the type of writing that· I teach does not allow 
for the maturation of voice. Sometimes an over-emphasis on 
expository writing can be a deterrent to the development of 
a writer .. Again, it is' the combination of fixed knowledge 
and original thought that ~ust develop together. I do 
believe in the teaching of expository writing. The point is 
that it must be introduced properly, that is, without 
suppressing the creative and individual voice of the author. 
Unfortunately, as I have already mentioned, most ~tudents 
are afraid their own voice will not be good eno~gh or, even 
worse, they do not feel they have a voice of their own. 
Regrettably, this is true in almost every high school 
and university. The importance of achieving a grade and 
pleasing the teacher outweighs the freedom of thought and 
expression. Looking at my year in graduate school, I can 
clearly see now that I was a victim of the fallacy. I could 
not seem to find my own vqice, and there were even times I 
didn't think my own voice was worth writing. This is where 
the teacher, or professor in :my case, made all the 
difference. The two professors that finally set me straight 
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did not appear until I was half-way through the Master's 
program. These two teachers managed to break through a 
barrier that had been in place for y~ars. It was Freire 
that emphasized the importance of both the teacher and the 
student developing a rapport that allows the growth of 
knowledge for both individuals. He also referred to the 
straight jacket of education that inhibits freedom of 
thought in the individual. These professors, whether aware 
of it or not, practiced a belief in their students. They 
were abl~ to develop a rapport with their students and enter 
into the learning process without losing their rrile as 
teacher. As a teacher, myself, I have always found it 
i~~ortant to develop a rapport ~ith the student, but as a 
student, I neglected to find it until it was a.lmost too 
late. 
The two courses in my second semester had a positive 
effect on my writing ability and approach to teaching. The 
first was a writing course in ·which the professor made 
everyone feel comfortable and capable. This was especially 
important to me because I was very worried about taking a 
writing course with all th~ trouble I had had with papers in 
the first semester. He encouraged growth and proved to be 
instru~ental in developing this thesis. The other professor 
taught a Faulkner seminar, as I have already mentioned. It 
·was in his class that I had an .experience that opened my 
·eyes to my own writing technique. In this seminar I was to 
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write an extensive paper on the novel, The Sound And The 
Fury. At this time I had gained a_ little more confidence in 
my writing through material we were covering in the writing 
course. I read countless articles on the subject of 
Faulkner's novel and came up with a theory of the shadow 
that w~s well received by the critics. In the paper I 
proved that the novel was indeed nihilistic, and the shadow 
served as an emblem of this fatalism. The papei was over 
f.ifteen pages of what I thought my very best work. The 
evening that the professor handed back my paper, he waited 
until the end of class. He asked me if I would meet with 
him in his office. I knew right away that something was 
wrong. I felt sick to .my stbmach and I knew I was on the 
verge o·f te_ars. I followed nim· into his office and stood 
numbly as he made these comments: 
Sally, this is a very responsible, ~ell documented 
paper, but, I want to hear what you have to say on 
the subject. What do you think? I am not as 
interested in what the critics think as what you 
think. I did find your voice in the paper a few 
times, and I would like you to rewrite this and 
put your own thoughts and interpretations into it. 
I stood there feeling like a total failure. How could a 
woman who had been teaching writing for ten years be unable 
to write herself? They say those that can do, and those 
that can't, teach. I was actually believing that nonsense. 
The professor was very kind. He took the time to notice 
that I was very upset. He pointed out to me that teaching 
writing on a high school level for ten years had probably 
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stifled my own creatjvity. He told me I wasn't wrong; I 
just wasn't developing my own ideas in the work. He told 
me, further, that use of the critics is imperative, but t~ey 
should be incorporated into my own. theories, not relied on 
to be my only source of ideas. Ironically, he was stressing 
what I have been saying throughout this paper: the 
importance of a student combining his or her fixed knowledge 
with their individual thoughts and interpretations. By the 
time I had driven home, I was determined to find my own 
voice once and for all. I was anxious to rewrite my paper 
to the best of my ability. The process was not east. It 
was tedious and full of self discovery. I had to erase the 
entire paper twice before I could actually bring myself to 
write it as ·1 truly felt. The beauty of this experience is 
that I literally emerged on Easter morning with the 
Character, Dilsey, to prove that the novel was not about 
nihilism, but about hope. When I handed in my paper and 
told the professor what I had gone through, he stood up and 
shouted, "Hallelujah." Like my own students, I was afraid 
to be different. I found it easier to agree with the 
critics than write what I truly believed. It was not that 
the critics t cited in my first paper were wrong in- their 
interpretations, but it was their individual interpretation 
from their interpretive community that I was taking for my 
own. I wondered how the professor could so easily determine 
that the first paper was not in my own voice? I had to 
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laugh when I realized that anyone who knows me, even a 
little bit, sees that I am an extreme optimist. It wasn·'t 
very .difficult for him to see that I was mirroring the 
critics. I was sure my own meager thoughts could .not be as 
important as the critics'~ I was quite simply afraid to be 
myself. This entire experience could be related back to the 
quotation by Zinsser, who said that iri our society we are 
afraid to be ourselves. It also humbled me as a teacher and 
made me realize how difficult a task it is to find your own 
voice. I actually tried to be a fatalist for the sake of 
pleasing my audience. Rather than write my o~n feelings in 
response to the novel, I held onto the thoughts of others 
and tried to convince the audience they were my dwn~ As a 
teacher, I can see more clearly now how difficuit it ·is to 
find and write in your own voice. 
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CHAPTER III 
INVESTIGATION OF INFLUENCES 
ON MY TEACHING 
In order to investigate what ~ad influenced my own 
teaching techniques, I had to begin by looking at what had 
influenced me. It became extremely important to me to find 
out what made me become the teacher that I am today. I have 
already pointed out that writing and teaching became 
important. to me through the relationship with my 
Grandmother. But what else had an effect on me? I thought 
~bout my education courses as an undergraduate, and they 
were a blur. I could nbt remember anything of significance 
that I learned in any of them. My first thoughts turned to 
a unique experience I had between my sophomo~e and junior 
year in college. As luck would have it, I contract~d 
mononucleosis. I had to miss the first semester of my 
junior year. I recovered early and my aiste~ suggested I 
come to ·Allentown to live with her. She found me a job 
working in the junior high school in which she taught. I 
really had no expectations. I was disappointed that I could 
not be at college, and I really had no desire to work. I 
was placed in what was referred to as a contained· classroom. 
The program was called English as a Foreign Language. There 
were about thirteen students ranging in ages from twelve to 
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nineteen. These students had just arrived in the United 
States and could barely, if at all, speak th~ language. 
They were from Saudi Arabia, Puerto Rico, Mexico, Portugal, 
Greece, and Viet Nam. The purpose of the program was to get 
these Btudents to the point in their reading level of 
English where they could be main-streamed into regular 
classes. There was one teacher in the classroom, and I was 
to be her assistant. 
Fern Mann turned out to be one of the greatest 
individuals I have ever known. She believed in this program 
and had an excellent way with the students. It was her 
philosophy that the students must first be made to feel at 
home and comfortable in their new environment. I was 
overwhelmed by the different ages, cultures, learning 
abilities, and communities of knowledge. Fern managed to 
set up the classroom in such a way that the students' needs 
·were met. She did most of the teaching, and I worked 
individually with students, marked papers, and basically got 
to know the students-. We visited their homes, pampered, and 
cheered them onto regular classes. In order to teach them 
in the classroom, Fern found it necessary to enter their 
communities. She encouraged ·them to talk about their 
individual cultures. She also talked about our society and 
where there were differences. Fern was highly successful in 
placing these students in regular classes where they seemed 
to adjust quite well. I do not think this high degree of 
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success would have been possible without the care she took 
in bridging th~ gap between the two entirely different 
communities of knowledge. The experience was gratifying in 
many ways and it only confirmed my desire to be a teacher. 
I even looked into the possibility of teaching in a program 
like this one, but ·the only college at that time that 
offered a degree in English as a Foreign Language was in 
Massachusetts. Fern was such a unique woman. She had so 
much love and understanding for these students, yet at the 
same time she knew how to teach them to read. When I left 
there, I felt the students really caied about me. I had 
been able to give them my time and love, but the ~ay they 
looked at Fern was completely different. She had given them 
so much more, and they knew it. 
My last day there, the students threw me a going away 
patty. It was a little different than the usual soda and 
cupcakes. These students brought in foods and drinks of 
their own cultures. They gave me a gift, and I was feeling 
quite full of myself. The Puerto Rican girls told me to 
stand in the center of the room the rest of the students 
formed a circle around me. They we~e singing and the next 
thing I knew I was given a chair to sit on. One by one the 
students came up ~o me and put powder, lipstick, rouge, and 
I don't know what all over my face. I could feel myself 
becoming embarrassed. I couldn't understand what they were 
doing. One of the Puerto Rican girls stopped the procedure 
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and came to me and said that this was a tradition in her 
country whenever anyone was honored. At the end of the 
party they would do this to humble the celebrated person. 
This experience taught me quite a bit about teaching. No 
matter how good you feel about yourself as a teacher, or how 
powerful you may think you are, you .can, and should remember 
that the students were just as much a part of the experience 
as you. 
The next major influence on my teaching philosophy came 
ftom my student teaching experience. I was assigned to a 
man that taught senior English. To this day I see: him as 
one of the best teachers I have ever worked with. The best 
way to describe his technique is to compare him to an 
orchestra conductor. When he walked into the room,. he 
commanded respect, yet there was a tingle of excitement in 
the eyes of each of his students. They expected great 
things from this man. When he began to teach it was like 
watching a conductor unfold a sympho~y. He always began 
each session ~ith a discussion of the assign~d reading. He 
would ask~ variety of questions and match them to each 
student's ability. It was quite obvious that he knew his 
students well. The questions ·were always thought-provo~ing. 
Conversations would emerge between individual ·students. 
Rarely, if ever, would he intervene. They would converse 
among themselves about a particular work. This teacher was 
extremely positive in his comments and approach. The 
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students really didn't know where they were heading in this 
discussion, yet I could sense that they had great confidence 
that th~y were on their way to a great discovery. By the 
end of the discussion, the students were obviousiy thinking 
for themselves, and interpreting the literature individually 
and collectively at the same tim·e. The conversation of the 
students was a form of coll~ctive learning·. Bruffee tells 
us in his article on collective learning: 
To think well as individuals we must learn to 
think well collectively--that is, we must learn to 
~onverse well(640) ~ 
This teacher must have known the worth of collective 
learning. He encouraged conversation, and the students were 
relaxed enough to give their thoug~ts openly. These 
students were able to back their ideas with the knowledge 
they had obtained through experience and reading. After the 
discussion they were given a writing assignment. They had 
discussed a variety of interpretation~, and now it was up to 
them to develop their own interpretation of the work in 
writing. I felt this man was magnificent, and I wanted to 
be like him. On~ of the main attributes of this man that I 
wanted to mirror was the way he handled his role as "master 
of the language." The students had that "blind faith" in 
him, but he never appeared to take advantage of his role. 
He gave the illusion to the students that they were getting 
the _power handed back to them, when, in fact·, like the 
orchestra leader, he was always in control. The students 
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did experience the discovery of ideas through conversation 
and writing, but it was always what he wanted them to 
discover and write. All teachers handle their own power in 
different ways .. some teachers take advantage of the fact 
that they are the "master." This type of teaching can be 
very effective, but deceiving~ The man I described kept a 
heathy distance from his students. He wanted them to be 
constantly aware that he was the teacher and they were the 
students. There was very little small talk or concern for 
the individual. His technique was .successful, for him, not 
for me. 
Another great influence on my teaching came to me 
during the second year of my teaching. I began taking 
courses toward my certification at Wilkes College. These 
courses were developed by a man named Jciseph K. Hasenstab~ 
Basically, Hasenstab was a teacher who beca~e frustrated by 
the fact that teachers were not ad~quately prepared in 
college to teach. He felt ve~y strongly that a teac~er had 
to develop his or .her own style of teaching, and they could 
accomplish this through the knowledge of some very basic 
skills. His premise was that a happy teacher was more apt 
to be a caring and successful teacher. In his research he 
found many different types of teaching techniques. He also 
began seeing patterns that he felt were significant in the 
process of teachin~. Through his work he created a series 
of courses designed to train the teacher as a champion. His 
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goal was for the individual to develop his or her own style 
that would best fit their personality. He stressed the 
importance of teachers having pride in their work, and ·more 
importantly, the development of a rich rapport with the 
students. Some· may interpret these cotirses as nothing more 
than a building of the teacher's ego, making Hasenstab a 
glorified cheerleader. In a sense, this is what the courses 
felt like on the surface. They were highly motivatin~, and 
yet they presented many techniques that proved extremely 
helpful to me in the classroom. 
The four courses that I took were called, Project 
T.E.A.C.H., Keys To Motivation, Teaching Through Learning 
Channels, and Patterns For I.D.E.A.S. The material offered 
in each course was important, bu~ the real influence on me 
was the teacher. Oave McAndrew taught all four courses. He 
w~s definitely the type of teacher that I felt was 
effective. To begin with, these courses were taken mainly 
by teachers ·who were looking for the easiest way to pick up 
credits toward their certification, or a higher salary. 
Academia was not on the minds of these students. The 
courses were offered in the middle of the summer, when most 
people want to be anywhere but in a classroom. Finally, and 
I truly believe this, teachers are the worst students. They 
are overly critical, have short attention spans, and almost 
all of them have an ego problem, seeing themselves as the 
"right" kind of teacher. Well, Dave McAndrew was obviously 
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aware of all of these obstacles. He was able first to 
appeal to the variety of personalities in the classroom. He 
talked sports with the m~n, discussed his family with the 
wom·en, offered us a choice between a longer lunch or getting 
out early, joked, laughed, pampered, and at the same time 
taught us a multitude of skills. Looking back now, I marvel 
at how he was able to deal with the multiple-personalities. 
His classroom was very relaxed, with an emphasis on the fact 
that we had to cover a certain amount of material in order 
to .receive the credits. Everyone realized that when the 
work was completed we could go home, and this was our 
motivation. 
Dave was and still is a great intluence on my teaching 
strategies. I related to his style of teaching, just as I 
related to the student teaching experience. The two most 
important things I learned from Dave were that he never mad~ 
a student feel he or she was not a part of the classroom, 
and he never took himself too seriously. He found a common 
ground to work with each student, and he was able to join in 
and become a part of the learning process. Dave managed to 
create a relaxed atmosphere which inspired an easy rapport. 
He broke through the myth and barrier that the classroom has 
to be stiff and intimidating in order for learning to occur. 
He made learning fun and challenging. This was and is 
something that I strive for in my own classroom. It was the 
combination that I always wanted. It was Grandma's house 
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and school. My influences, from my Grandmother to Dave 
McAndrew, and even including my year at Lehigh, have 
convinced me that learning through the power of language 
gains the best results when it is a shared experience, and 
takes seriously the students' communities of knowledge. 
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CHAPTERIV 
TEACIIlNG THE "WORD" 
I don't think there is anything more gratifying than 
the feeling I get when I have shared a learning experience. 
When I have witnessed a class that has finally understood. a 
concept or talked with an individual student who comes to me 
all excited about his or her discovery, it is, in my 
estimation, what teaching is all about. 
As I look at my own te~ching techniques, I see that one 
of the most important aspects of my classroom is to create a 
relaxed ~tmosphere that allows the students to voice their 
thoughts openly. That is to say, I try to establish 
surroundings that will invite dissonance between the 
interpretive communities and lead to individual critical 
thinking qn the part of the student. In order to facilitate 
this process I f~e-1 it is necessary to know my students. 
From my own experience as a student, I realize that when a 
teacher acknowledges my existence, I feel more capable and 
secure. The feeling of being adequate in the classroom can 
make a big difference in the learning process. Naturally 
students ·who feel inadequate or intimidated are not going to 
give the class their undivided attention. They may begin to 
feel defensive and could become a discipline _problem, or 
even worse, just become invisible. Therefore, my goal in 
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the first few classes of a school year is to get to know the 
students. 
In my particular situation, knowing the students is not 
very difficult. I teach in a very small town in 
Penhsylvania where everyone knows each other. Beyond 
knowing the names of my students, and a little of their 
family background, a part of knowing the students, for me, 
includes being involved in the school activities. I attend 
most of the athletic events and. I advise several clubs and 
activities. Not only do I enjoy being involved in the 
school activities, but my presence tends to improve 
relations in the classroom. Most students honestly 
appreciate teacher participation arid support. It also keeps 
me up to date on their agenda. I know, for example, what 
they are talking about among themselves and can become a 
part of that discussion. These discussions in the beginning 
of a class might be seen as trivial and lacking any academic 
worth. However, it has b~en my experience that the students 
feel more comfortable with discussion when it begins on this 
level. In other words, they are already talking to one 
another and exchanging ideas. This format makes it easier 
when the discussion turns to literature. The fact that we 
are all talking, participating, and thinking, can be 
instrumental in introducing a lesson. One of the problems 
with this technique is that the students can get carried 
away and begin to use the discussion to take up the entire 
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class time. This is where the teacher must intervene and 
set the pace. 
The power of the teacher is extremely important in the 
process of learning. Even though I stress a relaxed 
atmosphere, it is equally important that the students be 
reminded that they are there for a purpose, and that purpose 
is to learn. I am usually very critical of teachers who get 
too caught up in their own power and forget the thoughts and 
rights of the student. And yet, as I investigate my own 
teaching approach, I see that I too command a certain amount 
of power in the classroom. 
The class I teach that is th~ most challeriging to me, 
in this respect, is the senior academic course that I have 
already mentioned. I would like to analyze some of the 
techniques that I use in this course in an effort to assess 
my own t~aching strategies. In the process I hope to shed 
s.ome light on the problems of being the "master 
interpreter. ·~ 
I usually begin the year with: writing. The first day 
of class is geared toward an intr9duction to the course and 
basic rules and regulations of the classroom. I try to 
convince the- students, from the first day, that each of them 
will be progressing at his or her own rate. I also tell 
them that no one is expected ·to be a great writer coming 
into the course. I also try to motivate them to improve 
their writing by stressing that even though not many 
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students are going to college to major in English, they each 
will have to take at least one composition course. They 
also will be. expected to write several papers and write 
essays on te~ts no matter .what their major. I distribute a 
tentative syllabus, and then at~empt a discussion on what 
they w·ould like to accomplish in their individual writing. 
·Most students say that they feel very inadequate in the 
skills of writing, and many have a totally defeatist 
attitude. Through this conversation the students should 
begin to see that they are not alone in their thinking. 
They ~ee that writing is not something that easily comes· to 
any student. I hope they will begin to acknowledge the fact 
that these skills can be improved through the course. The 
important issue in this conversation is that the stude·nts 
develop confidence in themseives as participants in· the 
class. Like Bruffee, I believe that in order for students 
to be able to write effectively they must first be able to 
discuss effectively. The initial discussions in the 
introduction to the course lay the groundwork for this 
process. 
The students in this course are considered the best in 
the high school. They are excellent students that are 
mostly over-achievers. The class, collectively, can be 
defined as a group of students that are stiff and eager to 
impress. They are extremely competitive and anxious about 
their grades. I find the first few weeks especially 
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difficult with them because they are afraid to say what they 
think, or even worse, they have no idea what they think. 
The problem here is that they have been in the "top" section 
for the past four years. In this role, they have had to 
perfo~m a certain way in order to keep th~ir grade point 
av~rage. Open discussion and critical thinking have not 
been among the priorities in the classes that they have had 
up to this point. Basically they, too, are checking ~e out. 
In a sense, they are deciding what I want from them. 
They tread very lightly in the beginning, testing the 
waters, so to speak, as to what their freedoms are. 
Therefore, my first g6al is to relax them and get them 
involved in conversations that allow them to express their 
own communities of knowledge. At this point, I strive to be 
as non-judgmental as I can, reacting positively to their 
ideas. r- react to their ideas with statements like: "That 
is very interesting," or,"I never looked at it that way," 
or,"That is one way to look at things." I always ask the 
class for agreem~nt or disagre~ment and react to their 
responses in a similar manner. I can always count on some 
student asking me what my thoughts are on the subject. My 
response to this depends on how the discussion has gone. If 
I feel the students have all given their ideas at some point 
·in the conversatiort I might add my own thoughts. If a. few 
have remained silent, it is at this point I ask these 
students what they are thinkjng. 
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One of the first exercises that I use in the class I 
learned from Dave McAndrew. The object of this exercise is 
to allow the student an opportunity to literally stand. up 
for his or her thoughts. The exercise works like this. I 
place seven sheets of paper on the walls around the 
classroom with one number on each page, +1, +2, +3, o, -1, 
-2, -3. On the blackboard I write a brief explanation of 
what each number and. place in the classroom represents. +1, 
I agree with reservations, +2, I agree, +3, l totally agree, 
O, I have no opinion, -1, I disagree with some reservations, 
-2,· I disagree, -3, I totally disagree. The instructions I 
give to the class are to listen to the statement given by 
me, and then physically get out of their seats and stand 
under the number that best corresponds with their thoughts 
on the subject. I warn them that they will be accduntable 
for their choices. They might have to explain why they are 
standing under a particular number. I do not allow any 
discussion during the preliminaries of the exercise. This 
is to discourage students from being led to a particular 
spot by their friends. The statements I read to them are 
something like this: "I believe that nuclear power has a 
positive effect on the world today," or, III believe our high 
school is providing m«a with the best possible educatio~." I 
continue the .statements as long as time wil-1 allow. After 
each st~tement, I ask a number of students why they chose a 
particular· position-. I give all the students the option of 
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changing their positions during this discussion, but they 
must be prepared to explain why they have moved. 
Through the years I have found the students that 
continuously stand at the most challenging. They are 
usually the least confident. I also find that in this 
exercise there are ~lways the "clowns" that stand wherever 
they will get the most attention, usually giving extreme 
answers for the sole purpose of entertaining the class.. For 
the most part, howev~r, I find the students ~eally get into 
the exerc·ise. Naturally ~ome are more vocal than others, 
but I feel the point is made. When I ask why I have chosen 
to do this exercise, and what does it have to do with 
writing, they discover that it is important to kn.ow whe_re 
you stand on an issue as well as have the facts on the 
subject. They compare this with their writing by seeing 
that it is important to think about what they a.re about to 
write on paper. There are two main objectives to this 
exercise: one, to create an atmosphere of dissonance which 
will allow the students· own community of thought, and, two, 
to have the student express. that thought physically, and 
orally. The fact that the exercise begins as a ga•e relaxes 
the students. Eventually, however, through discussion and 
the controversial ·Statements, the students begin to 
formulate their own thoughts on a variety of issues. They 
begin to see how close their ideas are. At the same time, 
they see the differences in their thoughts. The point here 
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is to be able to be clear on exactly what it is you are 
trying to say, whether it is orally or on paper. I tell 
them that a similar process can be followed in preparation 
for writing a paper. They must first understand their own 
thoughts on the_ subject, and be able to express them 
clearly. Anothe~ important accomplishment of this exercise 
is that it not only helps to establish my rappo~t with the 
students, but also helps students see the importance of each 
other, and how they can collectively learn. 
Collaborative learning is based on the premise that one 
of the most powerful educative forces is peer influence. We 
need only look at a few ·commercials on television or listen 
to the popular teen :r;-adio stations to acknowledge the fact 
that teenagers are influenced by other teens. Drugs, AIDS, 
and smoking are just a few of the targets about which 
advertisers have created the illusion of peer education in 
order to get the message to the teenager. Another example 
of pee~ power, or collective learning effects, is found all 
over the country in a program called Peer Education. I am 
the adviser of this program in our school, and I can attest 
to its success. It is based on the idea that a yoting person 
with a problem will choose to go to a friend rather than to 
a professional or trained person. With this in mind, 
several students on every grade level in the high school are 
trained to listen, keep confidentiality, and refer students 
to places where they can get help. Collaborative learning 
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in English, or any subject for that matter, works 6n the 
same premise. The students will be more relaxed to discov~r 
and interpret for themselves. I use many collaborative 
learning techniques; however, I do not think it is the only 
technique to be used. It is a way of discovery and can be 
very helpful, but the teacher must also still be the main 
source of information. 
A technique that I use that encourages collective 
learning was also first introduced to me in a cours~ with 
Dave McAndrew. I place the student$ in triads. This is a 
group of three students who will work with each other 
throughout the year, editing, discussing, brainstorming, and 
generally attempting to improve each other's writing. The 
basis for this procedure is fbund in the concept of 
collective learning. These groups give the students an 
opportunity to view each others' work and disduss their 
difficulties with each other. This way the student is not 
only getting feedback from me, the teacher, but from his or 
her fellow students. Also, it gives the student an 
opportunity to enhance the process of discussing a paper 
before actually writing. Clifford Geertz says on this 
subject: 
Human thought is consummately social: social in 
its origins, social in its functions, social in 
its form, social in its application (Bruffee,639). 
The importance of socially communicating before the 
actual act of writing is imperative. It gives the student 
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an opportunity to express his or her tho~ghts, thus 
cl~rifying what it is he or she is going to write. It also 
gives them a ~hance to compare a variety of interpretation~ 
on the same subject. This gives them a choice in the 
creation of their own community of thought. These triads 
serve as an extension of the conversation in the classroom. 
A teacher facing twenty students is not going to get the 
flow of conversation that a group 6f three can establish. 
These three people become very closely knit and 
collaborative in their learning process. As the teacher, I 
can travel from one triad to another and work more 
personally with the students. This exchange becomes an 
integral part of the fearning process and the stud~nts' 
eventu~l interpretations of literature and writing. Bruffee 
again tells us about the importance of conversation: 
To the extent that thought is internalized 
conversation, then, any effort to understand how 
we think requires us to understand the nature of 
conversation; and any effort to understand 
conversation requires us to understand the ~ature 
of commµnity life that generates and maintains 
conversation(640). 
Bruffee not only is stressing the importance of 
conversation, but who we are conversing with. The community 
of learning is important in the learning process. Therefore 
by creating these triads, I am not only giving the students 
an opportunity to exercise their thought through 
conversation, I am also allowing this to happen within their 
own community of thought. When the class is discussing with 
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me, the teacher, their communities of knowledge are stifled. 
They try to give answers that correspond with the teacher's 
knowledge of the subject. Therefore, the triads give the 
students an opportunity to exercise their own knowledge on 
the subject without my intervention. 
The students' communities of thought bring me back to 
the importance of getting to know the students personally. 
It is through these triads that I am able to break into 
their interpretive community. In this process I can create 
dissonance and aid the students in creating new communities 
of thought. Another objective in this process is that the 
students will feel secure enough to enter my interpretive 
community. Fish tells us that all interpretation is based 
on a person's interpretive community. If this is true then 
it is the teacher's _responsibility to introduce a variety of 
interpretations, thereby creating a dissonance in the 
students' already established community·, in order to broaden 
the students' viewpoints and develop critical thinking. 
Within the work in the triads, I encourage_ discussion 
among the groups. For example, if the triads were given the 
assignment to read a certain short story and discuss it in 
their groups, many times I will ask them to come up with 
several specific statements about the story and the author's 
intention. Afte_r an adequate time I have the triads disc:uss 
their different ideas with the entire class. I feel this is 
where the. exchange becomes complete, The students can 
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observe the different trains of thought and my comments on 
the story. They can compare their own thinking and come to 
their own conclusions on the piece of literature. 
With the triads in place and the first few classes 
complete, I assign the first writing exercise. It is a 
narrative, two pages in length, that can or cannot be true. 
I tell them I am iooking for clarity, description, and a 
general introduction to their writing. In order to prepare 
for this assignment, I have them read several narratives 
written by pa$t students (some good, some with obvious 
problems), myself, and a little pook I b~y every year from 
Penn State called Penn Statements. This book contains 
freshmen writing from the university. I feel it is good for 
the students to read other writings by their peers. After 
they have read ~everal papers, they go into t~eir triads and 
discuss what they have read and decide on their own topics 
for their papers. 
This process leading up to the student writing is very 
important. There are also several vital procedures that I 
follow once the paper has been written. The students are 
required to bring a rough draft to class on a designated 
date. In their triads they read each other's work and give 
comments. Then the papers are handed in to me. The next 
writing assignment is ·made, and I take the papers home to 
grade. I read the rough drafts and make several written 
comments. Along with my comments and suggestions I try to 
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find at least one positive thing to relate to the student. 
In the next class period I meet with each student 
individually. I try, at this time, to discuss the areas of 
concern for each student. I ask them questions about their 
writing procedure and try to lead them to a comfortable 
process that suits them personally. They· are then given 
adequate time for the rewrite. The final paper is handed in 
with the rough draft, and a grade is given. The grade is 
based on their individual progress, not a comparison to the 
rest of the class. At this point I leave it up to the 
student if they wish to discuss their paper. I do not call 
on every individual. They can make an appointment to see me 
and discuss their paper if they so desire. 
It is difficult to describe how I mark the papers. 
Each one i~ different, and I try to wdrk on individual 
problems. For example, one student may have· written a 
paper that lacks any description. In this case I would 
encourage him or her to develop that in their final draft. 
Another student may have written a paper that is so filled 
with ideas the point is io·st. Here I would try to lead the 
student to focus on a particular idea and expand upon it in 
the paper. This first writing assignment is extremely 
important because it sets the tone for their progress in the 
future. I begin to know them on the level of their writing, 
which in some cases is completely different from a personal 
level. This individual attention with the students is 
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essential in the learning process and should go hand in hand 
with collaborative learning. 
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CHAPTERV 
ANALYZING THE COMMUNITIES 
OF KNOWLEDGE 
My interest in communities of thought and collaborative 
learning prompted me to write a paper this year that will 
help me in my future teaching. I decided that I wanted to 
create an experiment that would prove or disprove the power 
of interpretive communities. I based my premise on the 
teachings of Stanley Fish, that. communication through 
reading does not just lie in t~e text, but in the reader, 
a·ccording to his or her interpretive community. And, there 
is no such thing as an independent and context-free system 
of m~anings. My understandin~ of this theory is that the 
reader's response is based on the experience of the reader. 
The word "experience" covers all that the reader has learned 
through observation and participation. In other words, a 
reader's response is based on his or her entire 
"interpretive community." 
I develop·ed an experiment to be used on the top section 
o·f high school juniors. ~ chose, "A Clean ·well Lighted 
Place," as the text, and gave the following instructions t·o 
the class: After carefully reading this short story, please 
write a one to two page response. I specifically asked them 
not to relate their feelings on the story but to give me 
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their initial thoughts. Although many of the students 
tried, it was an impossible task. Naturally the way they 
felt about the story would enter into their response .. My 
only defense for this poorly assigned experiment was that I 
was trying to avoid the typical high school answer, ''I hated 
_it," or, "I liked it," period. Luckily, for me, many of the 
students ignored this request. In any case I read all 
thirty papers and was really surpri~ed at ·how well the class 
did as a whole. From the papers I chose four that I felt 
were unique or well-written. I tried to sit down and write 
my paper but I found it vague and difficult. I needed more 
information to complete my paper. I decided that I would 
interview all four students and get more information on 
their individual backgrounds and interests. At this point I 
was looking for some link to their interpretive communities. 
The interviews went very ·well, and all four students 
were eager to help in the experiment. Looking back now, I 
wish I had thought to record the. interviews. It would have 
been a great help to me in writing the paper. What did I 
want to learn ·from these interviews? Although all four 
students had given adequate responses, I wondered why these 
particular four students were· able to interpret the material 
so well. Through the interviews I found that these four 
students had much in common. It appeared, in a sense that 
they were from the same interpretive community. They had 
been in the same section in school for the past three years. 
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1hey had supportive, educated parents. They were brought up 
in the same community, and, for the most part, they were 
avid readers. Three of the four students were very active 
in school and were considered outgoing individuals. It 
appeared my experiment was leading me to exactly what I 
wanted to prove: these four students did so well because 
they were from the same ~nterpretive community. However, as 
I looked more closely I found that within their interpretive 
community there were significant differences. These· 
differences were based on the individual experiences of the 
students. This experience placed each of the four students 
in his or her own interpretive community. 
I'll begin with Michelle. She, more than the other 
four, ~hawed a real sensi~ivity in her writing. She focused 
immediately on the desperate feelings of the characters. 
She was able to depict the tone of the story through the 
isolation of the ch~racters. Michelle is a very confident 
person and had no trouble talking to me in the interview. I 
believe this poise came from the fact that Michelle comes 
from a family where both parents are teachers; I was not a 
threat to her. Michelle is outstanding as a student. She 
is numb~r one in her class. She is also very .active in 
school activities, and a talented basketball player. She 
had read tw.o other works by Hemingway, and related them to 
the story. One thing that set Michelle apart from the 
others was that she has been struggling with a physical 
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handicap for many years. She has gone through pain and 
isolation in her short life. The fact that she was able to 
be so sensitive to the old man and the old waiter could be 
based on her own experience. Michelle was also able to 
interpret the hope in "A Clean Well Lighte.d Place." It is 
her experience that has taught her hope. 
The second student was Lesley. Lesley focused on the 
bar and its significance to the story. She pointed out the 
importance of having a place where one can go to feel 
secure. Lesley made an interesting point about the 
"ignorance" in the c_haracter of the young waiter. She 
related this iack of knowledg~ to his blindness to the 
truth. In her final paragraph, Lesley stated that this 
truth was knowri by the older waiter. The truth was that 
everyone will someday need "A Clean Well Lighted Place." 
Lesley, too, is an excellent student. Ironically, her 
father owns a bar, where she has to w.ork in the kitchen on 
occasion. She has seen first hand the positive and negative 
side of a bar. Naturally this would be where her focus 
would begin. Lesley is a very active, outgoing person. She 
wants to be an English teacher. In her interview I found 
Lesley to be very nervous and uneasy about her answers. She 
was trying desperately to please me. She did not have the 
confidence of Michelle. Her paper, however, reflects a real 
maturity in writing and interpretation. 
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Fred is a very gifted student. He and Michelle are 
tied for first in the class. In his response he immediately 
sees this story as, "a direct comment on life." He carries 
this idea through the paper with the theme of loneliness and 
fear. Fred tells us that this is Hemingway's comment on 
life in our society. He also had read other Hemingway 
stories, and had an interest in the life of the author. He 
felt that the older waiter could in fact be a mirror of 
Hemingway. Fred is e~tremely active in school, and he is 
considered a leader. His family is respected throughout the 
community. His father is a pastor and his mother is a 
nurse. Fred shows a maturity in his writing just like the 
maturity that comes through in his interview. One thing 
that Fred lacks in his ~riting is sensitivity. His comments 
are very concise and well thought out, yet he never places 
feelings into his interpretations. 
The last student is Michael. Michael related the 
dignity of the cafe to the dignity people feel when they are 
there. He then distinguished the three characters as youth, 
despair, and commitment. His focus was on the slipping away 
of youth and how it affected these three types of people . 
Michael is different from the other students. 
• He is a very 
quiet young man who chooses not to participate in any school 
activities. His life is centered around hunting and 
fishing. He wants to join the armed service when he 
finishes school and is. a history buff, especially World War 
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II. In the interview I found it difficult to get him to 
talk about himself and to maintain ey~ contact. His paper 
was different in the way it was set up. The categories of 
people and their fear of losing their ·youth was completely 
different from the other interpretations. 
So what do we have here? First, four young people who 
appear to be in the same interpretive community. They each 
managed to -write an adequate interpretation ot Hemingway's 
story. They quite simply read the story and responded to it 
based on their individual experiences. Michelle was 
sensitive to the pain and isolation of the characters. 
Lesley could relate to t~e importance placed on the bar and 
the ignorance of peopl~. Fred could relate the story to a 
comment on life in our society and the life of Hemingway. 
Michael responded to the fear of losing youth. Their 
individual experiences are reflected in their variant 
interpretations of the story. The fact that they were able 
to relate these feelings in writing has very much to do with 
the fact that they are from the same community of learning, 
each one being a good student that has excelled 
academically. But their individual experiences set them 
apart and placed them into their own community of thought. 
I found this experiment extremely interesting and useful 
because it upholds my theory of the importance of getting to 
know the students and their background. When reading a 
response this knowledge can be helpful in guiding the 
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student to new communities of thought. This knowledge, when 
given to the students, can make them aware of their 
limitations and help them to see beyond their experiences. 
The fixed knowledge that these four ~tudents had 
acquired was equally distributed. They ea~h knew how to 
write an adequate response to literature. The place where 
they began to differ was in their own experience; their own 
thoughts made their papers personal. This is where the 
power of the interpreter, the teacher, becomes so important. 
With the fixed knowledge in place, the teacher begins to 
share the experience of discovery. The students must be led 
to new experiences in literature and new ways of thinking in 
order to become their own interpreters of the "Word." 
CONCLUSION 
The belief in the power of God and the belief in the 
power of words represent somsthing very fundamental in hu~an 
psychology(Bleich, .5). We place a large measure of public 
and pedagogical faith in the ~ritten word. This power of 
the "word" has developed over years of illiteracy and lack. 
of knowledge. Today, we are considered an educated society. 
our children are mandated to attend schools where we assume 
they are receiving the "w9rd." This faith/power places a 
heavy responsibility on the interpreter of the "word", the 
teacher. Teachers are the main source of knowledge for our 
young people. Students are influenced by their parents, 
peers, and environment; but it is the teacher that 
interprets most of their knowledge. 
It is my conclusion that the teacher must be aware of 
this responsibility as "master" of the language. Teachers, 
specifically English teachers, must lead the students to 
make their own interpretations of literature based on their 
own interpretive communities. In order to achieve this, the 
teacher must be willing to create an atmosphere that allows 
the students to express their thoughts openly. Once this is 
established, the teacher must encourage an exchange of 
various communities of knowledge within the classroom. This 
will broaden the viewpoint of the students and invite 
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critical thinking. Thrbugh the class atmosphere, 
conversation and discussion, and writing the ·teacher will be 
helping the students to discover their own interpretive 
knowledge. This, in a sense is passing the power of the 
word onto the student. It is the role of the teacher to 
initiate the students into a partnership of education that 
will lead to their distinguishing various communities· of 
knowledge~ thereby becoming their own interpreters of the 
"Word." 
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